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The success of the "KONY 2012" video shows the vast reserves of idealism and concern out 
there. Here is how to turn that concern into useful action. 
 
A rare photo of Kony from 2008. Read more of Foreign Affairs' coverage on Africa, sign up 
for our newsletter, or subscribe. 
As a United Nations staffer said recently, while attending an internal briefing on the Lord's 
Resistance Army, the violent central African rebel group, earlier this fall, "November is LRA 
month." Indeed, the LRA and its notorious leader, Joseph Kony, are suddenly everywhere: 
several non-governmental organizations have held advocacy briefings about it at the United 
Nations, and the Security Council met on November 14 to discuss them. Meanwhile, 
journalists in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere are suddenly seized with the mission 
of finding out what is really happening on the ground in central Africa.  
Two events underlie the renewed interest. First, in October, U.S. President Barack Obama 
announced that he would be sending "combat-equipped troops" on a kill-or-capture mission 
to take out Kony. Second, on November 2, Hollywood released Machine Gun Preacher, a 
movie billed as the true story of an American missionary's Rambo-esque crusade against the 
LRA. Curiosity about the events depicted in the film will soon subside, if early reviews are 
anything to go by, but Obama's decision, which he pitched to the American public as a 
dramatic new development, is another matter. 
In the rush to say something about Obama's announcement, newspapers and television shows 
seem to have based their material on the somewhat confused Wikipedia entry on the LRA.  
The LRA conflict goes back to the late 1980s. After toppling the regime of Tito Okello, the 
victorious forces of Uganda's new president, Yoweri Museveni, sought to impose his 
authority on the Acholi population in northern Uganda, which had been closely associated 
with Okello. A diverse range of resistance groups emerged at that time; all were eventually 
defeated, except for the LRA, which proved more resilient than anyone might have imagined. 
In the decades that followed, the outside world largely looked the other way as Uganda's 
north sunk into violence and deprivation. That changed in the early 2000s, when images of 
thousands of children taking refuge in the town of Gulu, Uganda, first hit mainstream 
television. Various celebrities began to speak out about the war, mostly focusing on shocking 
incidents associated with Kony's rebels; the Ugandan government's aggressive 
counterinsurgency measures, however, were shocking as well. For example, the government 
forced the region's population to relocate into what were effectively concentration camps. 
There, they were poorly protected from attacks, and faced dreadful living conditions. A study 
carried out under the auspices of the World Health Organization in 2005 found that there 
were 1000 excess deaths per week in the Acholi region.  
Growing recognition of the scale of the crisis within the humanitarian system was coupled 
with occasional intense periods of media attention that brought awareness to a wider 
audience. Media reports mostly covered LRA atrocities and were prompted by particular 
events, such as when, in 2005, the newly created International Criminal Court issued arrest 
warrants -- its first ever -- for the LRA's top commanders; when Kony announced his interest 
in peace negotiations in 2006; and when he repeatedly failed to sign the subsequent 
agreement in 2008. There has been rather less media concern about events after that failure.  
Obama's apparent sudden escalation of U.S. engagement in Uganda, then, came as quite a 
surprise. His announcement did not publicize the fact that U.S. Africa Command 
(AFRICOM) has had an unspecified number of soldiers deployed in the area to assist the 
Ugandan army for years. In late 2008, AFRICOM was even involved in a military push to 
take out the LRA once and for all. It is easy to understand why Operation Lightning Thunder, 
the mission aimed at capturing or killing Kony at his main base in Garamba National Park in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, goes unmentioned. Kony and his commanders had 
vacated the area well in advance. The mission was beset with other problems, too. U.S. 
military personnel helped in planning, but they appear to have held back when it came time 
for carrying those plans through. Meanwhile, Ugandan military officers lacked the necessary 
training and equipment, and in some cases ignored U.S. direction. 
Operation Lighting Thunder, and other such missions to fight the LRA in the Central African 
Republic and in southern Sudan, served mostly to kill efforts to keep beleaguered peace talks 
going. And, far from neutralizing the LRA, they prompted a strategically effective and 
ferocious response. In January and February 2009, the LRA abducted around 700 people, 
including an estimated 500 children, and killed almost 1,000. At present, the LRA operates in 
an area as big as France, stretching from southern Darfur to parts of South Sudan and 
northern Congo. All this, and the plight of local populations, who are caught between a rebel 
group with nothing to lose and armies that have not prioritized civilian protection, has been 
mostly overlooked.  
The reactions to Obama's recent statement underscore how little Americans -- journalists 
included -- know about the United States' involvement in Uganda. In the rush to say 
something, newspapers and television shows seem to have largely based their material on the 
somewhat confused Wikipedia entry on the LRA. That may be where the conservative talk 
radio host Rush Limbaugh found what he called the "Lord's Resistance Army objectives," 
which appear on the site and which he used in a bizarre defense of Kony's group on U.S. 
television. (He apparently supposed that the LRA is a group of Christians fighting Muslims in 
Sudan.) Journalists seemed equally misinformed. Once initial inquiries along the lines of 
"Who are the LRA?" and "What do they want?" are out the way, the most common questions 
are "Why intervene now?" and "What is in it for the United States?"  
Obama claimed that he decided to act because it "furthers U.S. national security interests and 
foreign policy." Yet it is not entirely clear how that could be true, since Kony and the LRA 
have not targeted Americans or American interests and are not capable of overthrowing an 
allied government. It is worth noting that support for the Ugandan military does coincide with 
the broad thrust of the Obama administration's African alliances and strategic agenda. The 
Ugandan army's help in Somalia through AMISOM was much appreciated, and Uganda is 
paying a considerable price for it. The number of its own troops killed has reached several 
hundred, according to some sources, and al Shabaab has launched attacks on Kampala, 
Uganda's capital. So the U.S. mission might be viewed as a kind of payback for Uganda's 
cooperation in the war on terror. In addition, geologists recently discovered oil in and around 
Lake Albert -- another reason for closer cooperation and for stabilizing the area. But even so, 
for obvious reasons it is unusual to publicize the movements of special forces in advance of 
their deployment. To a cynical observer, then, Obama's announcement seems to have been 
aimed at achieving some other goal.  
During the past decade, U.S.-based activists concerned about the LRA have successfully, if 
quietly, pressured the George W. Bush and Obama administrations to take a side in the fight 
between the LRA and the Ugandan government. Among the most influential of advocacy 
groups focusing specifically on the LRA are the Enough project, the Resolve campaign, the 
Canadian-based group GuluWalk, and the media-oriented group Invisible Children. Older 
agencies, from Human Rights Watch to World Vision, have also been involved. In their 
campaigns, such organizations have manipulated facts for strategic purposes, exaggerating 
the scale of LRA abductions and murders and emphasizing the LRA's use of innocent 
children as soldiers, and portraying Kony -- a brutal man, to be sure -- as uniquely awful, a 
Kurtz-like embodiment of evil. They rarely refer to the Ugandan government atrocities or 
those of Sudan's People's Liberation Army, such as attacks against civilians or looting of 
civilian homes and businesses, or the complicated regional politics fueling the conflict.  
In 2001 U.S. President George W. Bush placed the LRA on the U.S. Terrorist Exclusion List, 
a list of groups involved in "terrorist activity" whose members are banned from entering the 
country. Six years later, after activists camped out for eleven days in front of the house of 
Oklahoma Senator Tom Coburn, who had objected to U.S. legislation against the LRA due to 
funding concerns, Obama signed into law the Lord's Resistance Army Disarmament and 
Northern Uganda Recovery Act, which called for "increased, comprehensive U.S. efforts to 
help mitigate and eliminate the threat posed by the LRA to civilians and regional stability," 
and requires regular official reporting to Congress on how the fight against the LRA is 
proceeding. 
Predictably, activists have claimed Obama's decision to send in troops as a victory, or, more 
specifically, as "a huge victory for the hundreds of thousands of young Americans who have 
been lobbying Washington to take action." And, in any event, for congressmen wanting to 
score a few human rights points with their constituents, making statements opposing a violent 
faction in Africa is an easy stance to take. Perhaps, too, the administration estimated that 
potential U.S. losses would be minimal, and that Kony would be a good addition to the list of 
international thugs removed during Obama's time in office. 
So domestic political agendas, which at least did not conflict with broad U.S. strategic 
interests, are the most probable explanations for Obama's decision. It will be a big 
miscalculation if the operation does not go well.  
Beyond the ins and outs of dealing with Kony, the political challenges in the region are 
simply too massive for Obama's new operation to yield much fruit.  
There are some reasons for optimism. The U.S. military has gathered strong evidence about 
Kony's whereabouts in the last few months. Greater numbers of surveillance flights over 
LRA-afflicted areas are said to have pinpointed Kony's position in the Central African 
Republic. Washington also has a better understanding of the Ugandan military's strengths and 
weaknesses. Obama stated explicitly that, this time, U.S. forces would be available to help 
carry through the mission. If they are deployed effectively, they could indeed have an impact.  
Even so, it is hard to set aside fears that the new effort will be no more than a repeat of 
previous ones. Such an expectation has certainly been expressed by many of the region's 
religious leaders, who openly oppose U.S. engagement. And reports about growing fatigue 
within the Ugandan army are alarming. Of the more than 4,000 Ugandan troops that were 
originally sent to LRA-affected areas, less than 2,000 remain. They are operating in three 
different countries, leaving very limited capacity on the ground. To just break even with those 
losses, Obama would have to send far more troops than the planned 100. Any high 
expectations in Uganda for the new U.S. soldiers, meanwhile, where dashed when 
information trickled out of Washington that the troops would probably stay in Kampala and 
give advice, rather than go into combat. 
According to local sources, the LRA has already announced that it is ready for a fight, and is 
said to have called on its members to gather and "celebrate" Christmas and New Year's -- a 
reference to the string of violent retaliatory attacks it carried out on December 25, 2008, and 
in the days that followed. Increasingly fearful local populations have started to create their 
own protection forces. Leaving aside the general problems associated with the militarization 
of civilian societies, it is unrealistic to believe that such units will be able to respond 
effectively to LRA retaliations. And, although the United States has committed itself to 
protecting civilians in Uganda, it appears to have no plans to do so, nor did it consult with 
UN forces in the area. This is rather baffling, since much of the pressure on the 
administration comes from groups asking it to do exactly that: protect civilians. There also 
seems to be no consideration of the broader implications of strengthening the national army 
of Museveni, who is apt at using those forces to maintain power, and of the long-term plague 
of the continued militarization of Central Africa. 
Even if all these concerns could be set aside -- assume, for a moment, that the military 
intelligence is good; lessons of the past have been learned; mechanisms to protect the 
population will be put in place; the armies of Uganda, Congo, and South Sudan are 
controlled; and U.S. special forces are able to find and kill Kony -- would the effort bring 
peace? The answer is probably not. 
To be sure, Kony's death would be welcomed at home and abroad. But the mission would not 
be entirely satisfactory if troops killed him instead of bringing him to trial at the International 
Criminal Court. Only there could his crimes -- and those of others -- be examined in detail. 
The United States has not, of course, ratified the statute of the ICC, and did Obama not make 
reference to trying to arrest Kony in his announcement. If U.S. armed forces do engage in 
combat, it will be revealing to see whether they facilitate the LRA leader's capture or his 
killing. 
Beyond the ins and outs of dealing with Kony, the political challenges in the region are 
simply too massive for Obama's new operation to yield much fruit. The violence in Uganda, 
Congo, and South Sudan has been the most devastating -- anywhere in the world -- since the 
mid-1990s. Even conservative estimates place the death toll in the millions. And the LRA is, 
in fact, a relatively small player in all of this -- as much a symptom as a cause of the endemic 
violence. If Kony is removed, LRA fighters will join other groups or act independently. 
Civilians will remain exposed to atrocities committed by other armed groups, including their 
own national armies. 
Until the underlying problem -- the region's poor governance -- is adequately dealt with, there 
will be no sustainable peace. Seriously addressing the suffering of central Africans would 
require engagement of a much larger order. A huge deployment of peacekeeping troops with 
a clearly recognized legal mandate would have to be part of it. Those forces would need to be 
highly trained, have an effective command structure, be closely monitored, and be 
appropriately equipped with sophisticated surveillance equipment and helicopters, among 
other things. It would require a long-term commitment and would be targeted not only at 
chasing the LRA. Moreover, it would make the protection of the local populations a key 
priority. Finally, the deployment of such a force would need to have emerged from concerted 
efforts in international diplomacy -- including with the African Union, the United Nations, 
the ICC, and governments in the region -- not as a knee-jerk reaction to the most recent media 
splash. 
Such a mission is unlikely to come about. Nonetheless, it underlines the point that a 
superficial focus on the activities of one man and a few of his commanders largely sidesteps 
the point. Kony and his colleagues lead a dreadful but relatively small organization that 
punches above its weight. If achieving stability and relative prosperity in this blighted region 
of Africa is the real objective, devoting the month of November to the LRA will obviously 
not be anything like enough. 
 
